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There are not more than five musical notes,
yet the combinations of these give rise to more
melodies than can ever be heard.  There are not

more than five primary colors, yet in combination
they produce more hues than can ever be seen.

�Sun Tzu, The Art of War

FOR THE BETTER PART of two decades
there has been a growing debate concerning the

relative merits of maneuver or attrition as a style of
warfare.  Enthusiasts on either side of the debate seem
to be calling for, indeed precipitating in, a divorce
of the two�despite the fact that a pure example of
either style of warfare is rare.  Maneuver and attrition
are inseparable forms of warfare.  While one form may
dominate a phase of a campaign, the purposeful use
of both characterizes all successful modern opera-
tions.  It is not an argument about the preeminence
of one form of warfare over another; strategic and
operational aims dictate the appropriate choices of
design.  No campaign should be two separate
struggles�maneuver and attrition must be blended
into a harmoniously effective, integrated whole.1

Maneuver Warfare
In the earliest recorded manuscript on the theory

of war, Sun Tzu described an indirect approach to
warfare, which emphasized maneuver to secure vic-
tory through positional advantage over his enemies.
Less well read, and almost completely overlooked
where maneuver is concerned, is the work of
Antoine Henri Jomini.  Two of his four fundamen-
tal principles of war were, �throw by strategic move-
ments the mass of an army, successively, upon the
decisive points of a theater of war, and also upon
the communications of the enemy as much as
possible . . . [and] maneuver to engage fractions of
the hostile army with the bulk of one�s forces.�
Central to Jomini�s theory was control over three

sides of the zone of operations, which he generally
saw as a rectangle.  Controlling the zone of opera-
tions through maneuver would force an opponent
to fight at great disadvantage, face capitulation or
abandon the zone altogether.  Perhaps more widely
known are B.H. Liddell Hart�s writings after World
War I, in which he described the indirect approach
and its true aim of strategic advantages.2

Hart once described maneuver as much like a tor-
rent of water: �If we watch a torrent bearing down

on each successive bank . . . in its path . . . it first
beats against the obstacle, feeling and testing it at
all points.   Eventually, it finds a small crack at some
point.  Through this crack pour the first driblets of
water . . . The pent up water on each side is drawn
towards the breach, wearing away the earth on each
side . . . widening the gap.�3   This description has
often been portrayed as the use of the �surfaces and
gaps� method and is often quoted to describe ma-
neuver in its application.  Hart�s key idea is gain-
ing a positional advantage so strong that it would
ensure a positive decision.

Maneuver warfare, as a style or method of con-
ducting war, focuses on defeating the enemy while
minimizing battle to that necessary for achieving es-
tablished aims.  Avoiding main sources of strength
(surfaces) in favor of attacking enemy weaknesses
(gaps) or apparent vulnerabilities, maneuver warfare

Central to Jomini�s theory was control
over three sides of the zone of operations, which

he generally saw as a rectangle.
Controlling the zone of operations through

maneuver would force an opponent to fight at
great disadvantage, face capitulation or

abandon the zone altogether.
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seeks instead to place the opponent at great disad-
vantage in time and space.  Maneuver concentrates
combat power to gain positional advantage relative
to the enemy center(s) of gravity and to shatter en-
emy morale and cohesion.  By using surprise, shock

and momentum, maneuver seeks to impose the
attacker�s will on the opponent.  This sustained
moral threat to the enemy aims more at his psycho-
logical state of mind than the mass of his forces.
Ideally, a precipitous withdrawal leads to the most
favorable moment for a maneuver style of war�
when the opponent quits the field.  Maneuver war
concentrates less on enemy intentions and more on
those actions desired of him.4

Maneuver warfare in application.  Sun Tzu de-
scribed the maneuver concept in simple ideas: �The
Army�s disposition of force avoids the substantial
and strikes the vacuous.  Water configures its flow
in accord with the terrain; the army . . . in accord
with the enemy.�  In this fashion Hart�s �expand-
ing torrent� would feel its way across the surfaces
or strongly defended areas to discover the gaps or

weak points.  As gaps are discovered the torrent
pulls the water behind through the gap expanding
to its original size and form.  By this method,
maneuver warfare�s reconnaissance discovers the
strongly defended areas and the weak points or gaps.
Attacking units pour through the gaps in an exploi-
tation of the weakness, pulling other units away
from the strengths or surfaces of the enemy and
through the gaps as well.  The attacker then con-
summates decisive action by crashing through the
opponent�s support structure, taking him from the
rear or the flanks.  Multiple thrusts offer more op-
portunities for the attacker, increasing the effects of
surprise and chaos and rapidly debilitating the psy-
chological state of an adversary.  But it is a compe-
tition of time, and one minute is more valuable to-
day than during WWII because of information
exchange and firepower precision, volume and rate.
The typical WWII tank crew required an average
of 17 rounds to kill another tank at about 700 meters.
Today a single round hit on the move at 2,400
meters is a high probability.5

Tempo of operations.  Maneuver tempo is the
pace of moves such that an opponent has no time
to execute his plan or make rational choices for
timely action.  A substantial advantage in tempo makes
opposing intentions less relevant and their plans in-
creasingly meaningless as time passes.  Therefore,
resources can be oriented more on what actions are
desired of an opponent and much less on his inten-
tions since they will be overcome by imposed
events.  By moving faster than our foe can react and
reacting faster than he can counter our actions, we

systematically unravel his abil-
ity to react or move at all.  But
tempo does not directly equate
to speed alone.  It is a relative
advantage found in the relation-
ship between opposing forces.
Strength, advance rates, fire-
power and vehicle speed do not
directly translate into tempo.
Napoleon advanced on Mos-
cow in 1812 at about 14 kilo-
meters per day, faster than the
German approach during Op-
eration Barbarosa at 10 kilo-
meters per day.6

Operating at a higher tempo
than an adversary is achievable
two basic ways:  cycle faster
than the opponent or degrade
his cycle to slow his operating

One minute is more valuable today than
during WWII because of information exchange
and firepower precision, volume and rate.  The
typical WWII tank crew required an average of
17 rounds to kill another tank at about 700

meters.  Today a single round hit on the move at
2,400 meters is a high probability.
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tempo.  A faster tempo widens the margin of rel-
evant opposing action with each cycle until the
enemy finds himself increasingly behind in a bad
situation facing an ever-accelerating pace.7

Psychological Target—
Morale and Cohesion

Throughout history the pursued have taken dis-
proportionate losses relative to the pursuers.  In nu-
merous cases in ancient battles, the victor produced
tens of thousands of casualties with comparatively
small losses.  And this was at a time when each ca-
sualty had to be produced by blade, bludgeon and
arrow.  Throughout his writing in �Ancient and
Modern Battle,� Ardant du Picq clarifies this defeat
phenomena as the result of pursuit after one side�s
morale and cohesion break under the strain of close
combat and they attempt to flee the battlefield.
Maneuver warfare maintains that defeat is essen-
tially a psychological phenomenon, in which the hu-
man dimension is of critical importance.  The pow-
erful combination of fear and isolation convinces an
opponent of his defeat.  Shattering an adversary�s
morale and cohesion is achieved by three primary
methods operating singularly or in combination: pre-
emptive actions, dislocation and disruption.8

Preemptive actions are taken to disarm or neu-
tralize the opponent before the fight ever begins in
earnest.  Traditional preemptive moves have not
been incremental but overwhelming and very sur-
prising.  Preemption emphasizes tempo, boldness
and resolve to gain success with limited fighting.
Erwin Rommel�s audacious 1941 advance into
Cyrenaica well illustrates how preemption and ma-
neuver warfare achieve results with minimal battle,
confirming Ardant du Picq�s long-standing assertion
that, �even by advancing you affect the morale of
the enemy.�9

Dislocation is an avoidance stratagem, which
carries evasion a step further by rendering an
adversary�s strength irrelevant through positional or
functional approaches.  Positional dislocation forces
irrelevancy upon an adversary by physically remov-
ing him from the decisive point or placing the deci-
sive point in time and space where his strength can-
not influence the action.  Feints to draw opposing
strength away from decisive points are good ex-
amples of positional dislocation.  While not fully
successful, the Japanese illustrated this form of dis-
location in their attempt to draw the US fleet to the
Aleutians and away from Midway and the Sho Plan.
Functional dislocation causes an opponent�s strength
to be inappropriate or neutralized.  Hanoi�s use of

insurgency and guerilla war functionally dislocated
the nuclear strength of the United States at the stra-
tegic level, and their focus on American resolve dis-
located the military strength committed to limited
objectives in Vietnam.  Displacing the decisive point
is often achieved through deception, as occurred in
Operation Fortitude, which focused German atten-
tion on the Pas de Calais and away from Normandy.
Then too, positional dislocation is often achieved by
maneuver, as in the successful German turn of the
Maginot Line during the 1940 Flanders Campaign.10

Attacking  gaps disrupts opposing forces and their
supporting structure.  High-tempo operations, bol-
stered by surprise, attack vulnerable rear areas con-
taining support structure, communications and un-
prepared forces.  The object is to create confusion,
fear and panic that paralyze an opponent�s ability
to react, while enlarging his vulnerabilities.  Cer-
tainly the opening campaign into Poland by Ger-
many in 1939 is a well-studied classic of maneuver

Maneuver tempo is the pace of moves
such that an opponent has no time to execute

his plan or make rational choices for timely
action.  A substantial advantage in tempo makes
opposing intentions less relevant and their plans

increasingly meaningless as time passes. . . .
Strength, advance rates, firepower and vehicle
speed do not directly translate into tempo.

Napoleon advanced on Moscow in 1812 at
about 14 kilometers per day, faster than the

German approach during Operation Barbarosa
at 10 kilometers per day.
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Grenadiers of Napoleon�s
Imperial Guard in column
of march, circa 1913-1914.
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warfare and the effects of disruption.  Equally dis-
ruptive was General Douglas MacArthur�s landing
at Inchon, which cut the North Korean Army�s lines

of operation and caused its precipitous withdrawal.11

The immediate threat of battlefield injury and
death incites greater fear than distant firepower.
When the close personal threat is consummated by
surprise, the attacker reduces his casualties by half,
while the unprepared opponent has his casualty rate
doubled or tripled based on the shock alone.12

Attrition Warfare
Attrition warfare is theoretically rooted in the con-

cepts of Carl von Clausewitz who concluded in On
War that, �Destruction of the enemy forces is the
overriding principle of war . . . battle is the one and
only means that warfare can employ.�  While this
excerpt does not represent Clausewitz�s philosophy,
the central idea of annihilation springs from his
work.  This form of warfare seeks to systematically
and progressively destroy the enemy�s capacity to

wage war.  Whether in rapid attempts with over-
whelming force or in protracted form with small
forces, the process destroys crucial resources faster
than the adversary can replace them.  Opposing ca-
pabilities to wage war become targets to destroy ef-
fectively and efficiently.  Since WWI, effective and
efficient destruction generally means using fire-
power.  Levels of destruction are the critical mea-
sure and lead to or equal defeat of the opposing mili-
tary mass when the adversary loses the will or
capacity to continue.  Attrition warfare pursues
battle to destroy enemy war-making capabilities.13

Attrition in application.  Indeed, when attrition
warfare is mentioned, many today see visions of
WWI battlefields: trenches for hundreds of miles
constructed in depth, intermingled wire obstacles,
thousands of craters and a landscape as bereft of
life as the bodies that cover it.  But attrition war-
fare has not always resulted in stalemate.  Examples
include Montgomery�s defeat of Rommel in 1942,
Operation Drumbeat by German U-boats off the
American coast and the resulting Allied counter in
the Battle of the Atlantic.  Although destroying
the enemy is attrition�s aim, destruction�s rel-
evance to political aims and military strategy
measures its success.

Attrition warfare seeks to fix the adversary at a
specific time and space or bring him to a chosen
time and space to destroy his forces faster than he
can recover the losses.  In the �surfaces and gaps�
construct, the emphasis shifts to the surfaces, which
represent mass that must be destroyed.  This method
of warfare seeks maximum feasible engagement of

an adversary.  A general attri-
tion cycle requires discovering
opposing force concentrations,
fixing those forces and prevent-
ing their movement, or displac-
ing them to make them more
vulnerable.  Overwhelming de-
structive resources then engage
the opposing force in as much
depth and simultaneity as re-
sources allow.  Destruction
comes from direct and indirect
lethal fires, as well as nonlethal
methods such as electronic and
psychological operations.

The tempo of destruction.
To �out cycle� an opponent
through attrition depends on the
ability to produce and place
into action more equipment and

To �out cycle� an opponent through
attrition depends on the ability to produce and
place into action more equipment and trained

people than the enemy can field, while
concurrently reducing his capability to recover
the destructive effects of battle.  New technology

in attrition equation can also overcome
an adversary.
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trained people than the enemy can field,
while concurrently reducing his capability
to recover the destructive effects
of battle.  New technology
in attrition equation can
also overcome an ad-
versary.  In this re-
gard, the Battle for
the Atlantic pro-
vides a telling ex-
ample as the Allies
fielded increasingly
effective technology
and forces, which
eventually drove Ger-
man submarine forces
from the zone of opera-
tions.  However, German U-boats
won the initial stages of the struggle for
the Atlantic in a classic battle of attrition.

The U-boats sank 187 warships and
4,786 cargo ships with 21 million tons of
supplies.  During the first four months of
1942 six U-boats sank 137 ships in the At-
lantic waters and another 170 ships in the
Caribbean area from March to July.  To
clarify the scale of this destruction, two
transports and one tanker lost more mate-
riel than 3000 bombers could have de-
stroyed on the battle field.14

From 1939 until 1943 Axis subma-
rines sank over 2000 ships with few
losses, but the turning point came in 1943.
The Allies sank more submarines that
year than in the previous four years of
the Atlantic struggle.  Improved radar and
sonar, increased air cover, additional es-
cort ships and the secrets of Ultra to-
gether brought the enemy submarine
force to culmination.  Eventually, Axis
forces would lose 782 submarines and
32,000 submariners in the attrition battle
for the Atlantic.  Circumstances determine whether
or not attrition warfare is an appropriate choice.15

Physical Target - Concentrations,
Capabilities and Potential

Attrition warfare emphasizes the destruction of
the physical potential of war making.   Historically,
this focus has included a nation�s human and in-
dustrial resources and supporting structure.  Human
resources, manifested in strategic and operational
leadership, military force concentrations and the

 Until increasingly effective technology
and forces drove German submarine forces from the

zone of operations, U-boats were winning the initial
stages of the struggle for the Atlantic in a classic battle of
attrition. . . . During the first four months of 1942 six U-
boats sank 137 ships in the Atlantic waters and another
170 ships in the Caribbean area from March to July.

To clarify the scale of this destruction, two transports
and one tanker lost more materiel than 3000 bombers

could have destroyed on the battle field.
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civilian population, are destroyed or incapacitated
either simultaneously or through a sequence that
relates to campaign aim.  Industrial capacity is like-
wise paralyzed if not destroyed altogether.  Attri-
tion warfare seeks to remove the ability to wage war
or break the will of an adversary to continue war,
using three primary approaches singularly or to-
gether in a gradual or overwhelming way: pun-
ishment, denial and decapitation.16

Punitive approaches typically orient on the na-
tional leadership and the population to shatter

THEORY AND DOCTRINE

A depth charge explodes astern of the HMS Starling in the
North Atlantic.  The floats on top of the depth charge racks are
Foxer decoys for use against acoustic homing torpedoes.
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morale and thereby end the war when the adversary
sues for peace or the population overthrows the
reigning government in favor of peace.  Punishment
can be weighty and overpowering, such as the stra-
tegic bombing of Germany and Japan in WWII, or
applied gradually to continue the risk over time,
which is well illustrated by the US approach to
North Vietnam.17

The denial approach focuses on the military
forces in the field and their supporting industrial and
logistic structure.  This approach is characterized by

Ideally, a precipitous withdrawal
leads to the most favorable moment for a

maneuver style of war�when the opponent
quits the field.  Maneuver war concentrates

less on enemy intentions and more on those
actions desired of him.

destruction of military forces, their reserves, the
transportation systems and the industries producing
replacement equipment and materiel.  Frequently
used elements of this approach are direct support to
land forces, interdiction within the battlespace and
strategic operations beyond the battlefield.  Denial
operations have mounted, particularly as precision
guided munitions increase the tempo and rate of
destruction.  It is conceivable that a nation�s war-
making capabilities could be utterly destroyed so
quickly that industrial capabilities would be dislo-
cated because they are not relevant to the decision.18

Seeking to destroy the strategic leadership�s abil-
ity to direct the war effort is a decapitation approach.
Isolating key leaders or the entire leadership body
from their military forces and the population and de-
stroying their means of communication typify this
approach.  This counter-leadership method aims at
strategic paralysis, shattering the opponent�s will to
continue or confusing the direction of the war ef-
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THEORY AND DOCTRINE

Both forms of warfare must be allowed to
govern the campaign as necessary based upon
the situation, the strategic and operational aims

and the advantages the chosen method of
warfare offers relative to those aims.  Maneuver
without the facilitating benefit of firepower

devolves into movement with drastically reduced
moral and psychological impact.  Likewise,

attrition without the direct moral, psychological
and physical threat of maneuvering forces

is rarely decisive.

fort to create major vulnerabilities.  A well-known
example of this stratagem is the death of Admiral
Isoroku Yamamoto, one of the more brilliant Japa-
nese strategic leaders, shot down by P-38s over
Bougainville in April 1943.  Also, the recent decapi-
tation effort against Iraq in 1991 destroyed 44 stra-
tegic and operational leadership facilities and 156
communications sites.19

Blending for Harmony
A harmoniously integrated whole blends the

strengths found within both forms of warfare (see
Figure 3).  Each must be allowed to govern the cam-
paign as necessary, based upon the situation, the
strategic and operational aims and the advantages
the chosen method of warfare offers relative to those
aims.  Maneuver without the facilitating benefit of
firepower devolves into movement with drastically
reduced moral and psychological impact; an impact
that maneuver seeks and upon which its success
depends.  Likewise, attrition through lethal and non-
lethal abilities without the direct moral, psychologi-
cal and physical threat of maneuvering forces is
rarely decisive.  Attrition targets an opponent�s
physical mass, but its destruction does not always
equate to defeat.  The choices must be rational, not
based on a favorite method or weapon but on the
method�s merits relative to the circumstances.

Integrating both forms maximizes synergy and
overall effectiveness.  When surfaces and gaps are
appropriately attacked, and the adversary suffers the
effects in mind and body.  Rational choices can be
made concerning the predominant method.  The
perfectly equal balance of maneuver and attrition is
unlikely, but scale features of both forms could logi-
cally be chosen with one form being predominant
for an entire campaign or phase of an endeavor.  As
Sun Tzu so eloquently pointed out centuries ago,
the two forms of warfare are not exclusive but infi-
nitely complementary.  Even though �it takes two
to tango,� for harmony and balance, someone has
to lead. MR


